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Over the past century, OECD countries have made significant progress in narrowing or closing long-

standing gender gaps in educational attainment. However, in higher education and beyond, young 

women remain under-represented in the fields of science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

(STEM). For example, in 2014, around 36% of those who graduated from science, mathematics or 

computing programmes at the tertiary level were women. The under-representation of women 

among science, mathematics and computing graduates is particularly striking among those who 

studied computing and engineering. This is significant not only because women are severely under-

represented in the STEM fields of study and occupations, but also because graduates of these fields 

are in high demand in the labour market, and jobs in these fields are among the most highly paid. 

The OECD Survey of Adult Skills reveals that, in the majority of countries, adults’ wages are strongly 

associated with workers’ proficiency in numeracy; and women tend to have poorer numeracy skills 

than men – even when comparing men and women who work in STEM occupations.  

In many countries, adolescent students (and their families) make important decisions about the 

paths they will follow towards their future. Disparities in the interests and preferences 15-year-old 

boys and girls express, their academic strengths, and their participation in after-school courses or 

training activities can therefore have a significant impact on their lives later on.  Data from the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) suggest that the dearth of women in 

specific STEM fields such as computing and engineering is more rooted in gender differences in the 

career expectations that teenage boys and girls hold for themselves than in differences in their 

academic performance.  

PISA data suggest that boys and girls tend to perform on par in science, gender differences in science 

performance, in favour of boys, are more pronounced among the highest-achieving students, in test 

questions that require students to explain phenomena scientifically, to use science to explain natural 

and technological phenomena, and that refer to physical systems (which require, for example, 

knowledge of the structure and properties of matter, including its chemical properties, magnetic 

fields, and interactions between energy and matter). Girls are generally less likely to be among the 

lowest-achieving students, appear to be more proficient in evaluating and designing scientific 

enquiry, and to be more interested in knowing how scientists enquire and develop scientific theories. 

PISA reveals that on average across OECD countries boys and girls are almost equally likely to expect 

to work in a science-related field when they are 30. However, boys and girls tend to think of working 

in very different fields of science. Boys are more than twice as likely as girls to expect to work as 

engineers, scientists or architects and, on average across OECD countries, only 0.4% of girls, but 4.8% 

of boys, expect to work as ICT professionals. These findings indicate that the career paths of boys 

and girls are already starting to diverge before the age of 15, and well before crucial career choices 

are made. Some of these differences are associated with entrenched stereotypes about which 

careers are suitable for men and women, which are passed on to children by their families, teachers, 

and society at large. PISA reveals, for example, that parents are more likely to expect their teenage 

sons rather than their daughters to work in science, technology, engineering and mathematics 



(STEM) occupations – even when their daughters perform just as well as their male classmates in 

mathematics, science and reading.  

For the first time PISA 2015 measured students’ beliefs about the validity and limitations of scientific 

experiments and about the tentative and evolving nature of scientific knowledge. Students reported 

broad support for scientific approaches to enquiry and expressed a good awareness of the tentative 

and evolving nature of scientific knowledge. Gender disparities in students’ epistemic beliefs are 

generally small. Where there are differences, the pattern most frequently observed is that of girls 

reporting more than boys that they support empirical approaches to enquiry as a source of knowing, 

and that they agree that scientific ideas are tentative and subject to change. 

 


